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Pre ace

When the apostle Paul wrote to Christians in Corinth, in about
A.O. 55, he explained that God's method for building his church
was, for the most part, to employ common people who had
little acquaintance with worldly wisdom. He declared, 'Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of
you were wise by human standards; not many were influential;
not many were of noble birth' (1 Corinthians 1:26). The most
distinguished Jews and Gentiles of the first century regarded
the message of Christ as foolishness, and scorned it accordingly, but the fact that Paul wrote this description of the situation is evidence that some people of learning, influence and
nobility believed the gospel and became its zealous exponents.
Paul had been a very prominent Pharisee and erudite rabbi
and a citizen of the Roman Empire by birth, one whose significance for the development of the Christian faith is almost
incalculable.
Although Paul ministered to, and with, throngs of ordinary
people, he was a leader of extraordinary knowledge, faith and
energy, the first in a succession of such figures whose careers
would grace the pages of church history. While common people
have always been the backbone and mainstay of the church,
exceptional leaders such as Augustine of Hippo, Bernard of
Clairvaux, John Wycliffe, Martin Luther and John Calvin have
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appeared at crucial times to serve their undistinguished brothers and sisters in the faith. Such a champion of Christianity
appeared in the second half of the nineteenth century when
Abraham Kuyper became the dynamic leader of Protestants in
the Netherlands.
Like his predecessors in church history, Kuyper was a person of massive intelligence, immense learning, terrific energy
and zealous faith. He nevertheless received great adulation from
his beloved k/eine luyden (little people) of the working and lower
middle classes, many of whom struggled to survive economically and few of whom could afford a higher education. Throughout his long career as a pastor, journalist, educator and political
leader, Kuyper maintained close contact with the common
people and communicated with them effectively, even though
he was far above them in intellect and formal learning.
There have been only two substantial efforts to narrate the
life of Abraham Kuyper in English. Frank Vanden Berg, a high
school teacher and novelist, produced Abraham Kuyperin 1960,
and Louis Praamsma wrote Let Christ be King, Re.iections on
the Lile and Times of Abraham Kuyper, published in 1985.1
The first of these works adopts the format of conventional biography and it covers the subject's entire life. It is, however,
entirely without documentation, and the author's admiration
for Kuyper prevented him from being duly critical.
Praamsma was a respected church historian who employed
a scholarly method in research, and he did not neglect to indicate Kuyper' s weaknesses and failures. His account is briefer
than that of Vanden Berg, but it is much more insightful and
balanced in appraising the great leader's significance. Both books
are out of print, so the time seems auspicious for another examination of Kuyper' s life and legacy.
The present study builds upon the work of its predecessors,
in some ways to expand their coverage and, at some points, to
differ with their interpretations. Since this is a book for English-
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language readers, the documentation is in English except in
cases where the material remains untranslated. Citations from
French and German sources reflect my own unaided reading of
those items, but I have received assistance in rendering material from Dutch into English. Responsibility for everything in
the book, including translations, is, of course mine alone.
Many people deserve thanks for their contributions to this
project, and fore most among them is McKendree R. Langley of
Westminster Theological Seminary, the leading American authority on Kuyper. The many entries in the bibliography relating
to Langley's writings bear witness to this. He has been a great
encouragement from the beginning of this endeavour. His aid
in translation has been particularly helpful, and I still enjoy a
delightful correspondence that has developed with him in connection with this book. Harry Van Dyke of Redeemer College
provided helpful material and suggestions, as did Irving Hexham
of the University of Calgary, J. de Bruijn of the Free University
of Amsterdam, James W. Skillen of the Centre for Public Justice, Michael Morbey of Ottawa, Del Ratzsch of Calvin College,
Wayne Kobes of Dordt College and Pastors Cornelis Pronk and
Carl Schouls of the Free Reformed Church. Robert Decker and
Herman Hanko of the Protestant Reformed Seminary provided
copies of documents difficult to find.
No scholar could accomplish much without the assistance of
librarians, and in this case their contributions have been invaluable. At Cedarville College Ruth Martin, Melinda Howard and
Hope Morris deserve special recognition. Conrad Bult at Calvin
College went well beyond my expectations to render help in
locating documents, as did William Harris of Princeton Theological Seminary.

James E. McGoldrick

I ntroouction

The principles of great thinkers have often induced their disciples to make interpretations and applications of those concepts which the thinkers themselves did not foresee. This appears to have been the case with some of the ideas of Abraham
Kuyper. His doctrines of common grace and presumed regeneration, in particular, have given rise to views and practices
which have carried the movement he founded to lengths he
might not have approved. Although a substantial study of his
teachings on these subjects appears in chapters 11 and 12, it is
fitting at the outset to indicate in some measure how Kuyper' s
ideas have influenced certain unwholesome developments
within Christian bodies which claim him as their mentor.

Common grace1
Kuyper' s understanding of common grace went far beyond that
of earlier theologians in that he gave greater emphasis than
they had done to the redemption of culture and the universe. It
had long been conventional belief among Christians that God
blesses the whole creation with unmerited material and temporal benefits, such as the fertility of the soil, sunshine and rain,
and the enjoyment of productive intellectual and manual talents. These gifts are common to humanity, since God has
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conferred them without regard to the recipients' faith , or lack of
it. Kuyper, of course, gratefully acknowledged these provisions
of common grace, but he maintained that this principle has
broad and deep implications for the practices of Christians as
they relate to creation and society. Kuyper' s understanding of
this matter has caused considerable debate, even among his
fellow adherents to the Reformed expression of the Christian
faith . Some of his critics regard Kuyper' s doctrine of common
grace as an unwarranted elevation of social responsibilities over
the biblical mandate to evangelize the world, and there is evidence that some Kuyperians have erred in that direction. The
tendency to do so seems especially appealing to intellectuals
who find Kuyper's world-view satisfying because of its comprehensive vista of human relations and social obligations.
Kuyper had a deep concern for the material well-being of all
humans, and he urged Christian social action as a means to
help people in need. He did not thereby intend to diminish the
urgency of confronting sinners with the demands of God's law
and calling them to believe the gospel and to embrace salvation
in Christ. To whatever extent later disciples of Kuyper's teaching about common grace have failed in the work of evangelism, to that degree they have deviated from the legacy he has
left them.
Another unfortunate consequence of misunderstanding and
misapplying the concept of common grace has appeared in the
way some professing Christians have tried to justify their conformity to worldly ideas and practices that Kuyper would not
have endorsed. Dr Kuyper was a brilliant intellectual, but he
never portrayed the Christian faith in cold, formal, academic
ways. Most of his writings are devotional in character, designed
for ordinary readers as helps to arouse their love for Christ and
to impel them to put it into action by ministering to both the
spiritual and material needs of their neighbours. Although there
have been misuses, and even abuses, of Kuyper' s teaching, the
excesses which pertain to his view of common grace appear,
for the most part, to be due to faulty understanding of his intent.

Introduction
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Perhaps he was not sufficiently explicit in explaining himself,
but still it seems inappropriate to hold him responsible for developments he could not have foreseen.

Baptism and regeneration
The second area of concern about harmful effects of some of
Kuyper's beliefs relates to the doctrine of presumed regeneration, which occupies a substantial portion of chapter 11, and
which appears again in chapter 18 as a critique of Kuyper' s
position.
Abraham Kuyper contended vigorously for the validity of
infant baptism as the sign of a child's induction into the community of God's people, and he maintained that the Holy Spirit's work of regenerating the infant precedes the sacrament. He
made the necessary distinction between regeneration as a silent work of the Holy Spirit and conversion as an overt experience when a person actually receives Christ. Kuyper's teaching, however, led some people to conclude that baptism assures
salvation. As a result, numbers of children reared in Christian
homes and under the care of Christian churches have failed to
realize the need for personal faith and repentance. While this is
very distressing, it is, once more, an example of misapplying
Kuyper' s doctrine. His view of regeneration is at odds with Reformed theology, and his peculiar position on this subject has
produced detrimental effects. This is clear, but a more careful
reading of Kuyper might have prevented some of the harmful
consequences of his strange teaching about baptism.
With the above cautions in mind, it is fitting to tum to the life
and career of 'God's Renaissance Man' .

I.

Home anO eritaee

Abraham Kuyper entered this world on 29 October 1837 at the
manse of the Dutch Reformed Church in Maasluis, Holland.
He was the first son but third child of Jan Frederik and Henriette
Kuyper (nee Huber). His father had become pastor of the Great
Church in Maasluis in 1834.

Early days
Because of his unusually large head, Abraham's parents feared
he was a victim of hydrocephalus (water on the brain), but a
physician assured them that nothing was wrong. His mother
made hats for 'Bram', as his parents called him, and other children sometimes ridiculed him because of his appearance.
In 1841 Jan Frederik Kuyper accepted the position of pastor
at a congregation of the National Church in Middelburg,
Zeeland, where Bram was to spend most of his childhood. His
parents did a fine job of educating him at home, so he did not
attend elementary school in Maasluis. Under their instruction
he learned French and English and became an avid reader.
While living in Middelburg, young Kuyper became fascinated
with ships and enjoyed talking with seamen. Sometimes he distributed religious tracts and tried to preach to the sailors. He
dreamed of becoming a sea captain.
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In 1849, when Pastor Kuyper moved his family to Leiden,
his son Abraham attended school there. He was then twelve
years old. His performance in school was outstanding and he
demonstrated such facility in the German language that he
delivered the valedictory address in that tongue. In 1855 he
entered the University of Leiden to study philosophy and theology. His father had obtained his own theological education
at Leiden, the most distinguished of the Dutch universities, but
a stronghold of the anti-supernatural religious movement which
came to be known as modernism. The precise theological beliefs of the elder Kuyper are not clear, but it appears that he did
not subscribe wholeheartedly to the historic doctrines of the
Reformed faith as expressed in the official standards of the Dutch
Reformed Church. When orthodox believers within that body
protested against deviations from its doctrines, Jan Kuyper did
not support them.1

A diligent student
While an undergraduate at Leiden, Abraham Kuyper studied
ancient languages, the mastery of which he added to his previous fluency in English, French, German and Dutch. Unlike many
frivolous students at the university, Kuyper avoided distractions
and pursued his studies with diligence. He was awarded the
Bachelor of Arts degree, with highest honours, in 1858. His
major subjects were classics, philosophy and literature. About
the time of his graduation Kuyper became engaged to Johanna
Hendrika Schaay (1842-99) , whom he would marry in 1863.
Whatever may have been the religious legacy he received
from his father, Kuyper became enamoured of modernist scepticism with regard to the miraculous features of Christian belief.
He related in later years that, as a student at Leiden, he joined
with others in applauding Professor L. W. Rauwenhoff when he

Home and heritage

17

denied the bodily resurrection of Christ.2 Writing in 1873, Kuyper
lamented his spiritual condition while a student of theology: 'In
the academic world I had no defence against the powers of
theological negation. I was robbed of my childhood faith. I was
unconverted, proud, and open to doubting. '3

The influence of John a Lasco and Charlotte Yonge
During his time at Leiden Kuyper developed a great appreciation for Professor M. de Vries (1820-92) , a specialist in Dutch
literature. De Vries urged him to enter a contest under the auspices of the University of Groningen by writing an essay in which
he compared the views of John Calvin and the Polish Reformer
John a Lasco (1499-1560) on the doctrine of the church. This
led Kuyper to search for the printed works of a Lasco, which
were extremely rare. After an arduous, unrewarding quest, his
mentor directed Kuyper to look at de Vries' father's extensive
collection of books on church history, and there he found what
was perhaps the only extant set of a Lasco' s works. Kuyper' s
essay won first prize - a gold medal - and it is significant to
note that, in writing to gain that honour, he expressed strong
disdain for Calvin's theology.4 The essay became his doctoral
dissertation, and in 1866 Kuyper published the works of a Lasco
with his own introduction and critical preparation. Church historians hailed his achievement.
After his conversion, Abraham Kuyper often reflected on the
manner in which he discovered a Lascd s writings, and he attributed it to the working of God in his life to draw him towards
salvation. The experience implanted within him a strong conviction about divine providence. He explained: 'I know very
well that such a conviction is not conversion, but it is, nevertheless, an encountering of the living, working, directing God in
the pathway of our lives, and the impression made on my heart
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by this almost incredible experience was so deep and abiding
that whenever I recall the seeking love of my God, I go back
continually ... to the remembrance of that marvellous providence of the Lasciana.' 5
About the same time that he found the works of a Lasco,
Kuyper read The Heir of Redcliffe, a novel by English author
Charlotte Yonge (1823-1901), a participant in the Oxford Movement.6This was a revival of religious fervour within the Church
of England led by scholars such as E. B. Pusey, John Henry
Newman and John Keble. Describing themselves as AngloCatholics, the Oxford leaders opposed modernist theology and
stressed the validity of the Bible and Christian traditions. Miss
Yonge was an avid student of the Christian faith and a Bible
teacher in her congregation.
While reading The Heir of Redcliffe, Kuyper found in the
figure of Philip de Marville a picture of his own character. He
saw Philip collapse under the weight of self-accusation, and
that humbled Kuyper and made him think about his own sinfulness, although he did not, at that point, understand the gospel. In his own words he related what had happened: 'What
my soul lived through at that time I have only later fully understood; but yet in that hour, from that very moment, I despised
what I formerly admired, sought what I formerly held in no
esteem.' 7
The spiritual turmoil that accompanied the reading of The
Heir of Redcliffe occurred at a time when overwork had led
Kuyper into nervous exhaustion. He temporarily lost his memory
of many academic matters, and as therapy he built model ships,
one of which, the Johanna, he kept on display in his office.
In 1863 Abraham Kuyper received the Doctor of Theology
degree at the University of Leiden, even though, under the influence of Professor de Vries, he had sometimes shown more
interest in literature than in dogmatics. For most of his time at
the university he had refrained from praying and giving thanks
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to God because he had dismissed belief in divine providence
as a superstition. His reading of Charlotte Yonge' s book had,
however, effected a profound change in his thinking. By 1860
he had recovered mental and emotional stability and was, therefore , able to complete his doctoral studies with his usual
distinction.

Marriage and first pastorate
In the summer following graduation he married Johanna Schaay,
with whom he moved to the Gelderland village of Beesd to
begin his career as a pastor in the Dutch Reformed Church.
There he was to encounter criticism from a faction within the
congregation that found his doctrine and preaching unacceptable because his beliefs and sermons were not biblical. In order
to understand Kuyper' s views at that time and to realize the
condition of the National Church of which he was a minister,
some examination of the church scene in the Netherlands of
the nineteenth century is necessary, and that is the subject of
the next chapter.
•

